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Abstract 
This paper reports students’ perspectives on using blogging in an undergraduate nursing classroom. Blogging refers to a 
series of entries with limited word count.  Several anecdotal reports focus on the potential advantages (e.g., increasing 
students' writing, reflecting, collaborating, participation and critical thinking skills) of blogging in education. Yet limited 
reports discuss its challenges. We argue that in order to better understand the use of blogging in the classroom we need to 
look more closely at students’ values, beliefs and expectations. Thus, to better understand teaching and learning and 
evaluate blogging we used Gesler’s theory of therapeutic landscape. Students’ retrospective accounts revealed two 
overarching themes: students’ experiences and students’ responses to blogging. Despite the fact that students experienced 
and valued blogging in their everyday lives, their responses to in-class blogging were not always positive.   
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Introduction 
The term “blog” is derived from the words web and log [2]. A blog refers to a series of entries with limited word count (e.g., 
between 50 and 500 characters) posted to a specific webpage in learning environments (e.g., Blackboard, Moodle, 
WebCT) or public environments (e.g., Twitter) [2] which can be viewed by multiple readers [3, 4]. In the last decade blogging 
has become popular in the context of education as it is believed to be simple to use, easily accessible and inexpensive [3, 5]. 
Furthermore, it allows teachers and learners to interact, share ideas and resources, and increases student participation [5]. 
Despite its popularity there are limited reports regarding blogging as an education tool. 

In this paper, we discuss a study in which blogging was used as a teaching tool and evaluated by Gesler’s [1] therapeutic 
landscape concept. Blogging was embedded in the Blackboard online learning system as part of a first year undergraduate 
nursing course offered in 2013. The teacher, with the assistance of two master’s students, used blogging as a method for 
increasing students’ (n = 72) participation in class discussions about course topics. This particular nursing theory course 
focused on the social, economic and political influences in nursing and required students' active participation to better 
apply abstract concepts to nursing. Posting an open ended question during lectures as a blog was used successfully by 
several authors [6-8]. However, for us, this activity posed several challenges. Thus, the purpose of this paper is to report 
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nursing students’ experiences of blogging in the classroom which will help educators to make a connection between 
nursing blogging and pedagogy to assess the advantages and disadvantages of blogging as a teaching tool. 

Literature review 
Yau and Cheng [9] reported that in the last decade both younger and older students in higher education have been using 
technology in their everyday lives and many hoped that their education would embrace technology more. Blogging is an 
example of a technology that has been increasingly used in education both by teachers and students [4]. Educators have 
woven blogging into their curriculum as they believed it would enhance students’ skills in reading, writing, and colla- 
boration [10-12]. Several authors used blogging in education to communicate with students [2, 10] and as a discussion/ 
debate/collaboration board where the teacher or students posted questions related to course content [13]. Blogs have also 
been used as a resource centre where the teacher and students collected resources on topics throughout the course [13]. 
Huang and Lo [2] suggested blogs are an effective method of building a sense of community for students to share ideas in a 
safe environment.  

The use of technology in education has dramatically increased in the last decade. Mishra and Koeher [14] called on 
educators to be constantly aware of the links between technology and pedagogy. Some nursing authors used technology 
(e.g. simulation) mainly to increase the outcomes of students’ clinical technical skills [15, 16]. There are also anecdotal 
reports on the use of iPods and other MP3 devices as they are becoming a way for nursing students to learn how to care for 
patients, perform procedures and prepare for tests [17]. Other disciplines, such as medicine and dentistry, have experienced 
the successful application of blogging in education [5, 11, 13, 18-20].   

Despite the increased use of blogging in nursing education there are limited reports on its link to pedagogy [10, 21]. We argue 
that educators need to start focusing on how and why they are using blogging. Ironside [22] suggested that for students to 
embrace innovation teachers need to have discussions with them regarding the use of new pedagogies in nursing 
education. If both teachers and students understand the pedagogy behind the use of a technology (e.g., blogging) in nursing 
education, the technology can not only increase students’ abilities to learn technical skills but also enhance their thinking 
skills [14].   

Critical thinking (CT) has long been a valued curriculum outcome requirement for nursing [23].  The definition of critical 
thinking includes cognitive skills (the ability to predict and transform knowledge) and affective skills (intuition, open 
mindedness and creativity) [24]. Several studies implicitly linked the use of technology and students’ abilities to be creative 
and reflective and to make connections between theory and practice [5, 11-13, 18-20]. For example, Maag [13] suggested that, 
when used correctly, blogging gives students time to reflect prior to responding to questions. Creating opportunities for 
students to participate in class discussion through blogging has also been linked to supporting students’ critical  
thinking [25, 26].  

The ability to think critically requires transferring theoretical knowledge to the clinical environment. For example, if 
students are being taught how to be advocates for their clients, blogging can serve as a platform to share and discuss case 
studies and invite students to apply advocacy concepts taught in class. Roland and colleagues [5] and Brown [18] reported 
that blogging allowed students to reflect on their clinical practice using abstract concepts. In addition, blogging was 
reported to increase students’ opinions on concepts discussed in class.  Mortensen and Walker (as cited in Placing, Ward, 
Peat & Teixeira) [27, p.161] discussed how the blogger requires “a confident and clear voice of one’s own and the ability to 
formulate and stand by opinions”. Similarly, Galer-Unti [28] discussed the use of blogging to allow students to express their 
voice.  

The ability to be a critical thinker is also linked to students’ skills in collaborating, engaging, and being open to other 
perspectives and disciplines [29]. Interactions with others during blogging broaden knowledge by allowing students to 
construct and synthesize complex course concepts [3]. Grassley and Bartoletti [10] discussed blogging as a tool for educators 
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to promote student-peer support and collaborative dialogue. Chu and colleagues [3] and Maag [13] used blogging as a way to 
promote student reflection after clinical practice. Chu and colleagues [3] explained that blogging can essentially serve as a 
journal which encourages students to write on their and others' experiences. Several authors reported the advantage of 
blogging in co-creating knowledge [3, 4] and believed that it augmented students’ interests and engagement in the course 
content. 

Despite these anecdotal reported successes, these authors did not researched blogging and how it can influence students’ 
critical thinking. Authors were glorifying blogging and some were calling educators to” use blogging correctly” in the 
classroom [13, p.21] and better express students’ “ voices” [28, p.161]. However, there are no clear directions on how to use 
blogging correctly. When we used blogging in our classroom not all students participated and we encountered many 
challenges that the literature on blogging had not discussed. Thus, when we wanted to explore how we could better link the 
use of blogging to nursing pedagogy our first step was to explore students’ perspectives. We argued that to understand 
blogging as a teaching tool we needed to explore not only its technical contributions but also the educational blogging 
environment. 

Gesler’s [1] concept of therapeutic landscape’ (TL) will guide our evaluation of the blogging environment. According to 
Gesler an environment is composed of social (relationships between and among people) and physical landscape (e.g., what 
you see, touch, smell and taste in your environment). According to Gesler, [30, p.70] “one can gain an understanding of 
culture by reading and interpreting the landscape created as one would read a text”. Thus, what considered a landscape of 
learning for one might not be for another (as individual create meaning of landscapes and landscape affect individuals’ 
meaning in significant ways). Gesler suggested that social and physical environments are set to be a result of particular 
hierarchy of power. In this paper, we used blogging in a classroom environment as it assumed to be a type of therapeutic 
landscape built by the teacher. The teacher in the classroom has the power in terms of when and how blogging should be 
used who and how students’ should be rewarded. Thus, the blogging in the classroom environment includes a physical 
environment (e.g., class layout, light, screens, signs and symbols) and a social environment (e.g., relationships among 
students and between students and teacher; rules that need to be followed). We suggest that the social and physical 
environments affect, and are affected by, how blogging in the classroom is said to be used by the teacher and perceived by 
students. Since Gesler [1, 30] first introduced the concept of therapeutic landscape many researchers have applied it to 
understand the relationship between environments learning health and health promotion [31, 32].   

Method 
We used blogging in the first 4 weeks of the semester at the beginning of the class. As the teacher was discussing the 
weekly content (e.g., lectures, group work) a question was posted on a separate screen (See Appendix A) and students 
were asked to post their answers (in 150-200 characters) during the 3 hour class time. Several times during the class the 
teacher would refer to students’ postings and link their ideas to the concepts discussed. All students had to participate in 
the blog at least once during these 4 weeks however, there was no penalty for those students who did not participate. For 
example, the class topic in Week 1 was nursing values. However, during the 3hr class only 17 students out of 72 in the 
class posted replies, and these were brief 2-4 word answers (e.g., “nurses values are honesty”; “being truthful”; “being 
accurate”). Thus, despite making blogging mandatory (at least once during the 4 weeks) from Weeks 1-4 the teacher 
received a total of only 66 postings and most came from the same few students. Therefore we wanted to further explore 
why our blog was not used by all students. At the end of the semester, Week 12, we distributed an anonymous online 
survey to the students to explore their perspectives, as undergraduate nursing students, on using blogging in the classroom.  
Gesler [1, 30] posited that societies develop public symbols to express rules and power dynamics of particular landscapes. 
These symbols are often ambiguous as they hold multiple meanings and thus can be interpret in different ways. Thus, in 
order to better understand students’ perspectives on the blogging landscape symbols  multiple data collections methods 
need to be included (e.g., using qualitative and quantitative data collections with participants.) The survey included nine 
quantitative questions which used a 3-point Likert scale (e.g., 1 – never; 2 – occasionally; 3 – often ) to describe frequency 
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count of the data (e.g., how often student blog) and four open ended questions (See Appendix B for survey sample). Using 
only 3 Likert scale limits the quantitative analysis options [33] as we could only use descriptive statistics.  

Analysis 
Data analysis was an iterative process between thinking and organizing the data, generating codes and using various 
analytical strategies. We used deductive analysis following Miles and Huberman [34, p.58], who explained that one method of 
creating codes entailed “creating a start list”. Thus, we first asked what were the advantages, disadvantages, and 
suggestions for changes students discussed regarding blogging in the classroom. After reading and re-reading this start list 
we developed “more inferential and explanatory” themes [34, p.57]. Miles and Huberman [34] suggested several techniques to 
verify conclusions from data. For example, the traditional way to report on a Likert scale is to sum the values of each 
selected option (e.g., never, occasional often) and create a score for each question. We then used the score to represent a 
particular trait (e.g., most students scored “often” for blogging in their everyday life but scored “occasional” for blogging 
in class). Thus this adding and counting also allowed us to look for contradictions as a way to further characterize data. We 
used the literature and theory to help us better understands the data and the emerging themes. For example, we were guided 
by Gesler’s [1] concept of therapeutic landscape and read for “social and physical environments”; and we read for 
relationships and placing students within social structures of power to highlight how students described social forces as 
enabling or constraining.  

Findings 
Students’ perspectives on blogging in the classroom were based on the sample postings collected over 4 weeks and the 
survey results. Out of the class (n-72) about 26% (n = 30) completed the survey. The majority were female (n-27) and 
between the ages of 17 and 21, two were aged between 22 and 28, one was in the 28-35 age group, while two did not 
indicate their age.  Students' retrospective accounts revealed two overarching themes: A) student experiences: the value of 
blogging; B) students’ responses to blogging in the classroom.   

Student experiences: Value blogging  
Students’ retrospective accounts showed that they experienced and valued (16 out of 30 students) blogging in their 
everyday lives outside the classroom (17 out of 30 students rate “occasion” and used blogging at least once  between 
Weeks 1-4 during the 3hr class). One participant said, “when I wake up I blog, after I eat breakfast I blog, my friends and 
I blog about everything, I mean everything,” and another participant said, “I blog with people I trust; we share thoughts 
and opinions through the day not only in class.” Another said, “Sure I blog outside classroom all the time; it is a good way 
to keep a conversation going among friends.” Many of the students’ retrospective accounts showed they valued the 
experience of blogging because it allowed them to share ideas in a safe place.   

Students’ responses to blogging in the classroom  
Despite participants’ overall familiarity with and use of blogging in their everyday lives, several students chose not to 
participate in the classroom blogging activities.  One reason included blogging being a disruption to thinking and learning 
during class. For example, many students were used to listening to the teacher and taking notes, but when they (n = 9) had 
to blog at the same time they felt distracted. For example, one participant said, “This blogging is disruptive because it 
focuses my attention on [having to write my blog] rather than listening to the teacher. Another participant explained, “I did 
not know which screen to focus on,” and blogging “affects my note taking. “Two other participants argued that 
“sometimes it’s slightly distracting having to listen to the prof and look at the blog at the same time.” 

Another reason students (n = 11) responded negatively to blogging is a lack of clear instructions and expectations for the 
blogging assignments, a lack which resulted in the students’ responding to the in-class blogging by not engaging. About 10 
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out of 30 participants reported feeling powerless and sensed a disconnection between the blog requirements and their final 
grade. One student said, “I did not like this blogging but I could not say anything.” Another student said “I wanted to tell 
the prof that if we have to blog then we should be marked for it, but I did not.” Many students’ suggestions for change 
focused on clarifying the blog expectations. For example, 7 out of 30 students suggested rendering the blogging a marked 
mandatory activity. In addition, 9 out of the 30 students viewed blogging as a way to ask questions and the teacher to 
answer. Giving students options was suggested by some students (n = 16). For example, one student said she would like it 
“if the teacher posts the question then gives several questions and the option to choose Students wanted options of 
questions to answer, of customizing their blog (e.g., with images or color) and the option to post anonymously. One 
participant commented, “I think blogging in the classroom would be effective if it was completely anonymous. 

A final sub-theme included technical issues when using the blog. For example, 16 out of 30 checked off in the survey that 
blogging in class was never easy; some (4 out of 30) wanted a tutorial or instructions on how to use the blog in the 
classroom. Additionally, 10 out of 30 participants found they did not have sufficient time to blog and 22 out of 30 reported 
they would have used the blog if given more time.  One participant stated, “Blogging should be available after class so we 
have time to think and write a meaningful post 

Discussion 
Although students experienced and valued blogging in their everyday lives their responses to in-class blogging were not 
always positive. In their everyday lives blogging allowed them to express and share ideas with their friends in a safe place. 
Yet, when we used blogging in the classroom many did not participate and found the blog distracting to their learning. 
They discussed how the blogging assignments required work with minimal reward (e.g., no marks assigned) and had no 
clear instructions despite our spending time during the first class explaining the assignment. 

Using Gesler's [1] therapeutic landscape can assist us to better understand our teaching and learning environments. 
According to Gesler [1], the physical and social environments affect, and are affected by, human actions. The social 
environment includes those social relationships which are the result of particular hierarchical arrangements of power 
(individual or institutional) which are reflected in the attributes of individuals, such as age, gender, and culture, and create 
inequalities. Several instances in participants’ accounts brought to the surface the existing power relationship between 
teacher and student. For example, in their everyday lives our students felt comfortable and safe to blog among friends, yet 
in the classroom it was not as safe, particularly in the first 4 weeks of the semester. Thus, when teachers decide to use 
blogging perhaps the blogging should be introduced after a few weeks, giving students’ time to better introduce and 
connect with each other. We felt that students’ feeling unsafe also played out when students asked to have “more 
anonymous posting opportunities” for fear of being judged by others. Some felt powerless and uncomfortable asking the 
teacher to add marks to the assignment. For some students the physical environment with the additional screen for 
blogging was viewed as “distracting to my learning; I just wanted to focus on the PowerPoint slide Also included in the 
physical environment is the teacher’s posting. Several students wanted to see the teacher’s posting answering the weekly 
question.  

The goal of this research on blogging is its attempt to start a discussion on how ethical issues might emerge when we use 
blogging in education. Applying Gesler [1] in this research allowed us to see the hierarchical arrangements of power that 
might create inequalities and influence how individuals interact with each other. These hierarchical arrangements of power 
can create ethical conflict that may be produced between individuals’ personal and professional values, teacher and student 
and/or between the student and the broader educational system. According to Gesler [1] such ethical conflicts may be 
difficult for the outsider to articulate, measure and see clearly, as symbols in our physical and social environments are 
often ambiguous, or are taken for granted so that they are no longer noticed. Students’ accounts revealed that they wanted 
to be anonymous in their posting and when they were not some felt threatened. Similarly, Maag [13] explained that, for 
students, being anonymous was considered a “safe space” and promoted collaboration. When postings are anonymous 
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students may be more confident to speak up [35]. Another example of ethical encounter is that students wanted to be 
rewarded for their participation in the in-class blogging.  Simply asking them to do work and post answers was not viewed 
as fair. In their suggestions for change several students requested to be marked. 

Theories of caring and caring pedagogy may also help us address these power differences and link education and 
technology. Caring can be expressed in relationships in both formal and informal ways (e.g. caring for and caring about [36] 
to better relate to others [37-39]. For example, on the one hand a teacher using blogging needs to include clear expectations 
and written instructions on grading (formal caring). Chu and colleagues [3] found that when the blogging is graded, the 
volume of blogs by students tends to be higher and the blogs longer. As well, we need to give students opportunities to feel 
supported and rewarded, to have choices, and to have fun while participating in blogging (informal caring). Students’ 
retrospective accounts suggested more “fun” physical and social environment opportunities that would allow them to post 
“colorful images” to describe their ideas. Our results finding was consistent with Huang and colleagues [2] who confirmed 
that undergraduate students participated more in blogging when allowed to personalize and use images and symbols 
instead of words in their blogs. According to Al Fadda and Al Yahay [40], their students were allowed to blog and were 
given the freedom to create and add images to their blogs to personalize them. Other studies reported the use of graphs and 
images to help students better articulate their ideas [2, 13]. Some students connected with other students after class for 
support and others networked beyond the classroom, an activity which Williams and Chinn [41] suggested is an example of 
fun and creativity in focused learning. These examples of formal and informal caring will co-create social and physical 
environments for better teaching and learning. 

Garno [38] suggested one method of encouraging a caring presence is through connectedness, paying closer attention to 
differences between and among people. Garno [38] suggested educators must surrender some control over the learning 
environment. This is consistent with our findings that students wanted more control over the blog, such as giving them 
more options and choices in terms of timing of blogs, their desire for anonymity, and wanting marks for blogging.  
Sharma [35] encouraged teachers to give students options to be anonymous, particularly when the topic for the blog 
discussions was very sensitive. Inviting students to collaborate and co-create blogging in the classroom can reduce the 
power hierarchy of teacher and student and can encourage the blog to be a therapeutic landscape [1].  

Conclusion 
Blogging has been used not only by students in their personal lives but has also permeated higher education. Several 
anecdotal reports have found blogging to be a valuable teaching tool to increase students’ clinical and critical thinking 
skills. Ours was a course evaluation of a small sample size (n = 30) of students’ retrospective accounts of blogging in the 
classroom. Further research is needed to explore the pedagogy of this particular technology and to link student demo- 
graphics to their experiences with blogging. Further research is needed to compare undergraduate and graduate nursing 
students. Limitations include the small sample size, limited quantitative questions asked and the 3 point Likert scale used 
as we only did descriptive statistics. Our evaluation revealed that despite students’ familiarity with and use of blogging in 
their personal lives many found blogging in the classroom created a difficult learning environment. Using Gesler’s [1] ideas 
of the therapeutic landscape helped us to understand the need to explore students’ perspectives on these physical and social 
environments, as understanding their values and perspectives on blogging will better enhance learning and teaching 
experiences. 
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